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Cutting to the Core, a book on surgical
ethics,beginsbyquotingaportionoftheHip-
pocraticoath:to“first,donoharm.”Itisafit-
ting introduction, for the procedures
addressed in Cutting to the Core propose to
dojustthat—harmone’spatients.However,
rather than refusing to perform surgery alto-
gether(asHippocrateswouldhavephysicians
swear), this text would have us weigh each
procedure on a scale of harm vs. benefit.
Beyond the simple arithmetic of medical
harms and benefits, however, lies a lot of
ground.What should we do when what a per-
son wants and what is good for him are at
odds? What if the patients in question cannot
speakforthemselves?Whatrightdoguardians
have to make these decisions? Can societal
pressureconstitutea“harm”or“benefit”?Ad-
dressingthesequestions,andmultitudesmore,
thehostofauthorsforgesaheadintothemurky
fray that constitutes surgical ethics.
DavidBenatariseditor,andIcannothelp
butadmirehisstyle.Thebookislaidoutnotas
a heated debate between “for” and “against”
arguments, but rather as carefully selected
groups of articles that thoughtfully examine
sensitiveareasofsurgicalintervention.Theau-
thorssometimesreachsimilarconclusions,but
often take alternate routes to get there.
The book is divided into six sections.
Each addressesaparticular typeofcontested
surgery. The topics range from common
medical practices such as male circumcision
and cosmetic surgery to more obscure and
sometimes bizarre procedures such as face
transplants. Certain topics are avoided, how-
ever, and Benatar is explicit in his reasons
why.There is nodiscussion of amputation of
healthy limbs, “diet” surgeries, or abortion.
These topics, among select others, are deter-
mined to be beyond the scope of the text, or
else addressed implicitly in other chapters.
The tone, overall, is moderate.The con-
clusions drawn by most of the contributors
tend to suggest that sometimes a surgery is
called for — and sometimes not. It depends
on the context: the personal feelings of those
involved, severity of this particular surgery,
etc. However, though the conclusions
reached are rarely surprising, the journey to
that decision is always thoughtful and
thought provoking.
In addition to the expected considera-
tions of what constitutes autonomy, assault,
and benefit, this book also raises deeper is-
sues. For example, the distinctions between
enhancement and normalization, whether
our society’s strivings toward normality are
warranted, what an individual’s responsibil-
ities are toward changing society, and when
this could result in personal detriment vs. ac-
cepting the status quo.
I found Cutting to the Core to be a su-
perb book. Despite the medical fields ex-
plored, the book is laid out like a
philosophical treatise. The authors clearly
state: These are my goals; here is how I will
address them; this is my conclusion. Such
simplicity of presentation makes the book
accessible to non-practitioners and non-
philosophers alike, without sacrificing con-
tent or depth.
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Mitochondria. 2nd edition. By Immo E.
Shleffer. Wilmington, DE: Wiley; 2007.
472 pp. $153.50 Hardcover. ISBN: 978-
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Immo Schleffer, a prominent mitochon-
drial biologist, treats the subject of his many
years of research with energy, thoughtful-
ness, and diligence in his book Mitochon-
dria. Unlike compilations that focus on a
few topics in great details but leave gaps in
the broad picture, Schleffer touches on every
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